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harbour thoughts of renunciation. It was not the first time that
he thought of spending the remaining years of his life in Mecca.
Bairam Khan, however, dissuaded him. The Shah, he felt, would
be glad to give assistance to tthe royal fugitives. The subsequent
events proved the soundness of his judgment. Fate guided
Humayun's footsteps; so it did the journey of Akbar to Qandhar.
Askari was true to his pledge. He made suitable arrangements
for the prince's travel. Steps were taken to protect him from high
winds and sleet that gave the cold an extra bitterness. Trusted
officers were deputed to ensure his safety on the way. The party
reached Qandhar on 16 December 1543, and the same day Askari
entrusted Akbar to the care of his wife, Sultan Begum.* To quote-
Abul Fazl, "that cupola of chastity, out of her abundant wisdom,
looked after the prince with love and devotion." The Begum was a
gracious lady, deeply religious and conscious of her obligations as
a trustee of the child. The selfless constancy with which she tend-
ed Akbar for over a year has been commended by every historian.
As a result, Akbar became deeply attached to her. He grew up
to give her the respect due to a mother.
In later years, i.e., after Akbar came to the throne. Sultan
Begum often told stories about the Emperor's precocity as an in-
fant. She remembered the day when Askari, playing the guardian-
father in the traditional Mughal fashion, struck the 15-month-old
Akbar with his turban to knock him off his feet.** The toddler
quickly got up and stood defiantly as if challenging his uncle
to try to down him again! Akbar told Abul Fazl that he fully
remembered the incident.
For the next nearly eighteen months, Akbar continued .to bask
in the love given to him by Sultan Begum and other ladies of
Askari's harem, blissfully ignorant of the hard decisions his father
was called upon to make in Persia. It was not tiJi the middle of
1545 that the quiet of Qandhar was broken by the sound of the
drums of the advancing Mughal and Persian troops. Humayun's-
comeback bid, with the help of fourteen thousand crack soldiers-
placed under his command by Shah Tashmasp, unnerved Askari.,
*Sultan Begum went, after her husband's death, to Mecca in company
with Gulbadan Begum and other royal ladiejs in 1574.
**It is a Turki custom that when a child begins to walk the father or
guardian-father, or , whoever represents them, takes off his turban and
:strike$ the child with it, as he is going along, sa that he may fall down.